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“Across the Sea”: The Narrative Function of Medieval Bridal Sea Voyages in Marie de France’s
“Guigemar” and “Eliduc”
In the Middle Ages, like today, stories were full of tropes. Some of them were
reappropriated from the classical tradition, others were more modern inventions, but regardless,
almost every story was crammed full of genre expectations and easily-assumed outcomes. Marie
de France’s lais are no exception, and many medieval tropes can be found between the pages of
Marie’s manuscript. One common medieval trope, which has since fallen out of vogue, was that
of the sea voyage in medieval romances. The ocean at the time carried much of the complicated
symbolism it still retains, perceived as “paradoxically nurturing, circulating, and productive but
also as terrifyingly destructive and dangerous to human space” (Bryant 1006-7). The associated
symbolism of water helps contextualize the contrast between the underdeveloped nurturing
aspect of medieval women as well as their overdeveloped fortitude and passivity. In sea voyage
stories specifically, bridal trips across the water came to be imbued with a stock scenario, which
primarily culminated in female suffering. Whether the stories have happy or sad endings, the
ocean-crossings are a low moment in the narrative for the women, and these low moments are
meant to show their feminine fortitude.
Throughout the lais, Marie both implements and subverts the assumptions of the trope,
which is clearly defined in Albrecht Classen’s article “Sea Voyages in Medieval Romances:
Symbolic Trails through Existential Experiences and Female Suffering on the Water.” Classen
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explains that a sea voyage has some very specific narrative features; first, “they are often taken
for the purpose of marriage”; secondly, they are often solitary journeys, “without any crew of
sailors”; and thirdly, they serve to transform the traveler and the place where the traveler ends up
(Classen 27). Every step of this journey also is laced with female suffering, suffering that proves
the constancy of noble women, in contrast to the changeable, feminine-coded sea. This kind of
bridal journey plays a role in popular medieval fiction like Bocaccio’s Decameron, the Tristan
and Isolde legend, and Chaucer’s “Man of Law Tale.” Marie in her own writing demonstrates
that she is familiar with the medieval romance tropes of sea voyages, calling many of them to
bear in her first lai, “Guigemar,” but she challenges them in her final lai, “Eliduc”.
In Marie de France’s lai, “Eliduc,” the water, specifically the water-crossing that Eliduc
(a married man) undertakes to bring his young lover Guilliadun back to his homeland from the
place where he was exiled, challenges traditional notions of the way the trope is operating and
reinforces an arc throughout the collection—this arc shows that the lais are bending away from
supernatural romance and towards real human problems. The water acts as throughout as a
symbol of femininity, fluidity, and the religious or supernatural, ultimately leading to an
inversion of the water voyage trope that emphasizes the bent of Marie towards everyday
problems, even if couched in the language of a high romance.
“Guigemar” leans into the magic, solitary boat journey with supernatural steering that
serves as a mystical plot device to bring together the bride and groom. Guigemar, after being led
by his own magical boat journey to his amie, a captive of her husband’s jealous nature, begins a
long-running affair with his lady-love that is perfect, until her husband discovers Guigemar’s
existence and puts him back on a boat to his home, leading the lady to assume he is dead.
Distraught over the loss of her lover, Guigemar’s lady breaks free of her tower’s confines,
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planning to throw herself into the sea. However, “she [goes] to shore. The ship [is] there” and her
plans are foiled—rather than giving her time to drown alongside her beloved (and supposedly
dead) amie, the “ship [sails] off again…to port” (“Guigemar” 678, 688-89). Meriadu is a local
lord who owns the land where Guigemar’s lover washes ashore, and being single, considers the
arrival of such a beautiful lady extremely fortuitous. In fact, he assumes that she is there to be his
wife and instantly falls in love with her.
Some of his unbelievable enthusiasm can be attributed to the fact that this is the way that
brides are usually delivered in legend—she is an extremely beautiful woman, washing ashore in
a magical unmanned boat, a situation so otherworldly that Marie writes that Meriadu thinks of
her as “strange in her beauty, like a fairy… her beauty [is] of such a kind/it seem[s] past nature”
(“Guigemar” 708-09). This supernatural beauty helps fulfill other common tropes of medieval
romance, but more than anything, the suffering underscores Classen’s definition; she ends up
married, she shows up in an unmanned boat, her journey is transformative, and she suffers
throughout. For example, rather than dying in the water, Guigemar’s lady suffers the sea voyage
and Meriadu’s suit, putting her in a long tradition of women who “underscore their true ideals
and values insofar as they are firm in their character, loyal, steadfast, and devoted, so they are the
very opposite to [watery] fluidity” (Classen 41). This watery fluidity is the purview of unfaithful
women, but Guigemar’s lady is never unfaithful, and thus the characterization of the sea serves
as a perfect foil, emphasizing the constancy of Guigemar’s lady to her lover.
This lai culminates in a war between Guigemar and Meriadu over who is permitted to
mary the lady. In response to Guigemar’s appearance at a tournament, his lady swoons, and then
Guigemar petitions Meriadu, “Mercy! Give me my sweetheart true!/ I swear I will be [your]
liegeman for/ two years, or three; also my more/ than hundred knights will be his, too”
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(“Guigemar” 842-45). However, Meriadu argues back, “I am not that harassed by war,/ or that
distressed by my campaign!/ Sir, you negotiate in vain./ I found her. I shall have her, too./ To
hold her I’ll make war on you!” (“Guigemar” 848-52). The lady’s appearance in the land creates
a war between two previously friendly knights, and the resulting war culminates in Guigemar
sieging the town, seizing the castle, killing Meriadu and taking his lover back. This violent
conclusion is the direct result of the sea voyage Guigemar’s lady undertakes, which places her
within the reach of Guigemar, but also contributes to Meriadu’s feeling of ownership. Thus, the
existence of “Guigemar” as the first lai, proves that Marie is fully aware of and familiar with the
narrative purpose of these stories of maidens on the water.
However, in “Eliduc,” the final lai, there is no mystical boat, no magical steering. There
is no ambiguity about whether the lover is on the opposite shore. This scene in Eliduc reads
completely differently from the boat scene in Guigemar, which is mostly glossed over, and feels
more grounded in reality. It is a messy journey, with one murder, one revealed bigamist, and one
stolen princess falling into a Snow White-level sleep—but it still feels more pragmatic than
Guigemar, which shows the arc of all twelve lais. They seem to move from more mystical
solutions to the practical application of, and inversions to, the standardized structures of the
times.
The sea voyage in “Eliduc,” while being transformative, deviates from Classen’s tropes
in several ways. First of all, the purpose of the journey is frustratingly vague: Guilliadun, having
abandoned her homeland for Eliduc, a handsome knight who was an exile in her homeland,
seems to think she’s been offered marriage. But, from the outset of the affair, the reader is fully
aware that Eliduc already has a wife in his home country, and therefore cannot marry Guilliadun
without participating in bigamy. In the complexity of this tangled web of hidden identities and

Olsen 5
deceit-based relationships, Eliduc seems to mirror another popular medieval myth, that of Jason
and Medea. While Jason and Medea are characters from classical Greece, they enjoyed a
renaissance in the medieval era and luminaries like Chaucer wrote re-tellings of their tragic story
that were both sympathetic to and skeptical of Medea’s plight throughout his career (Root 132).
With this story in mind, the story appears to be headed for the rocky cliffs of tragedy, with
Eliduc seeming to be the medieval Jason to Guilliadun’s Medea. While both Guilliadun and
Medea believe in the purity of their lover’s affections, Jason and Eliduc are both expected to
buckle in the face of social pressure. According to some retellings of the myth, Medea, like
Guilliadun, seems unaware that she is leaving her home and family to be his mistress, rather than
his wife. Both Jason and Medea, as well as Eliduc and Guilliadun, are examples of the risks of
these bridal sea voyages for young women. While Classen defines traditional sea voyages as
those undertaken for marriage, when they’re not, the results are often disastrous.
Secondly, the bridal journey is not solitary, like Guigemar’s lady’s magical, unmanned
boat—it is Eliduc bringing back Guilliadun, rather than her being shipped off by her family.
Marie writes, “No one was on [the boat] but his men;/ he and his lover Guilliadun” (“Eliduc”
811-12). Although Marie uses the negative “no one was on it…” to establish the kind of voyage
that this should be, she quickly negates that statement with the “but his men.” And the crew
members end up being crucial to the plot—one of them is slain for outing Eliduc’s marital status
(while adding his unfortunate demise to the long ledger of misery tied to the sea voyage).
Although the sailor’s accusation, “a loyal, faithful wife you’ve wed;/ and now this other you
have led/here, against God, and right, and faith,/ justice and law! She is our death!,” has a ring of
truth to it, it serves merely to increase Eliduc’s anger and Guilliadun’s distress (“Eliduc” 83538). Rather than being a negligible part of the voyage, the sailor, and indeed the whole crew,
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precipitate the turning point of the voyage, as well as the entire plot, something that proves
inconsistent with the expectation of solitary bridal visits, but ultimately feels a lot more realistic.
After all, it seems unlikely that a seaworthy boat would be capable of crossing a sea in a storm
without an experienced crew, and although the aesthetic value of the single woman’s voyage is
immense, such a voyage would likely culminate in a capsized boat and an ignominious death-bydrowning.
Although Classen is also arguing that these sea voyages prove a medieval woman’s worth
by showing how they bear up under suffering, Guilliadun again challenges the trope by refusing
to hold up under this news. Although Eliduc, “took her in his arms, to ease/as best he could, her
miseries, her seasickness” as well as the news that he’s already married, Guilliadun’s response is
not a virtuous display of womanly fortitude that serves as a striking contrast to the
unpredictability of the sea (“Eliduc” 847-849). Instead, Marie writes, “In a faint she fell, face
down, all drained of color, pale and wan. And there she lay, still in her swoon;/ she did not
breathe, or come round soon./ He who had brought her thought, in truth,/ that she was lying there
in death” (“Eliduc” 853-58). This swoon emphasizes one other common element of this trope:
the mortal peril. Classen argues that, “the (often) female voyagers are always in danger of losing
their lives, either because of shipwreck, as in Boccaccio’s story, or because they are sent out to
the ocean to die there, or because life no longer means anything (Apollonius)” which rings
almost true in Eliduc (Classen 14). This isn’t “Guigemar” where the lady is in the “life no longer
means anything” category, because Guilliadun is not actually in real danger of dying. And,
Guilliadun narrowly dodges the other risks of dying as well. The moment of danger ought to
have been the sailor’s solution of “Let us throw her into the sea!” which threatens Guilliadun
with both the shipwreck danger as well as the abandonment to the ocean motif (“Eliduc” 839).
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Instead, with Eliduc acting as her protector, neither of those threats seem to rattle her. It is her
own reaction that places her in mortal peril. Her death-like swoon is not the only possible
reaction to the discovery of her lover’s duplicity, but by making that swoon her reaction, Marie is
arguing something almost more subtle here—she is positing that maybe women in these
traditional stories cause their own disasters in the way they respond. It’s a concept that may be
less celebratory of the virtues of womankind, but it does serve to emphasize the realism that
Marie seems to be privileging in this lai, even despite the calamitous storms and medicallyimprobable fainting spells.
And, to Classen’s last point, that voyages are transformative, the text reveals a
multiplicity of angles that change the way that point comes across. At first glance, the voyage
does not appear to challenge the element of transformation as much as it challenges the other
ideas, but appearances can be deceiving. It seems obvious that this sea voyage does transform
those on the boat: it transforms Guilliadun into a comatose and Eliduc into a savage and
dishonest, rather than a courtly, lover. This is a shift from their earlier courtship, which,
happening away from the prying eyes of Eliduc’s countrymen and homeland, was protected from
the exposure that often proves fatal to courtly love. This voyage also shows a potential
transformation of the world in which they will land, by creating a relationship so inescapable that
it breaks up the marriage of Eliduc and Guildeluëc, as well as culminating in the transformation
of Eliduc’s land into a monastery and his career into that of a monk.
Although this transformation seems in some ways to be akin to the war in “Guigemar,” a
total alteration of what Eliduc had at the beginning of the story, the lai resists that interpretation.
As a result of these transformations, Eliduc creates a world on his return in which his wife no
longer wishes to be married to him and thus he can take his new, young bride as his wife instead.
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Everything goes back to the way it was before the lai began—rather than being transformed, his
life comes full circle, begging the reader to question whether Eliduc learned anything at all from
all of this female suffering as a result of his actions. After all, it is hard to imagine this
conclusion working out better for Eliduc. Although his plans throughout are opaque, and there is
no evidence he engineered these crises, the outcome of all of this female suffering is Eliduc
getting exactly what he wants—another realistic, rather than an idealistic conclusion from Marie.
Realizing that Eliduc’s arc is not as much of an arc as it is a cycle of restoring everything
that he lost in his exile emphasizes the fact that unlike the women typically linked to this trope,
Guilliadun is not the main character of this story. By placing Eliduc on the boat with Guilliadun,
Marie shows that Eliduc is taking control of this story, and he continues to do so, whether that’s
sailing the boat back into the harbor in a storm or settling his wife with an entire abbey she can
move to as a consolation for the dissolution of their marriage. Compared with “Guigemar,” who
starts from a place of an absence that needs to be filled, Eliduc starts from a place of plenty,
which means that the only direction his plot can go is in the direction of loss. Though he loses
much, he gains it all back and better—his Lord apologizes for his exile, his wife volunteers to
leave the marriage, and she brings his lover back from the brink of death in the process. This is
the happiest possible ending for a man who has contributed so much to the suffering of so many.
Rather than this story ending in the projected tragedy, like Jason and Medea or Tristan
and Isolde, this story has a theoretically happy ending for both Guilliadun and Eliduc. That
happy ending is more tentative than Marie makes it out to be in Guilliadun’s case, however. The
final aspect of the transformation trope is the ability to return and reunite at the end of the story.
Classen states that “in each case, the protagonist repeats the travel or voyage and thus
experiences a circular development, from a dramatic low point to the high point of happiness
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after the existential crisis has been overcome” (Classen 41). Eliduc receives this cyclical benefit,
but what about Guilliadun, the leading lady of the lai and traditional fulfiller of tropes? If this
resolution is taken to mean that Guilliadun recovers from her swoon and is reunited with her
lover, Eliduc, then all is well and the happy ending is back on. However, if this resolution is
taken to create the expectation that Guilliadun will be reunited with her loving father after she is
deceived into leaving his court under false pretenses, this ending is more of a tragedy. And,
typically, medieval heroines are reunited with the families they’ve left behind, so Marie’s choice
not to connect Guilliadun back to her father highlights the barbarity of peace-weaver marriage
customs, in which women, once married, never saw their homelands or people again.
Marie throughout “Eliduc” is intentionally undermining her own genre. Between
“Guigemar” and “Eliduc,” Marie transports her audience from the traditional romantic
assumption present in “Guigemar” of magical transport and passive aventure to a more realistic
understanding of medieval courtship founded in active choice and culminating in religious life.
By pushing the real world beyond the genre, Marie concludes her lai with a story less about
escapism and more about instruction—these characters rise and fall on their own merits and
desires, rather than the captious favor of a fairy princess or the spiteful manipulation of a
werewolf’s wife. That pivot makes Marie’s works even more fascinating and underscores that
she was one of the most self-aware storytellers of her time.
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